90-5892-001-1 (printed version) Employees who identify strongly with their organization are more likely to show a supportive attitude toward it (Ashforth & Mael, 1989) , and to make decisions that are consistent with organizational objectives (Simon, 1997: 284). Organizational identification may induce employees to behave in accordance with the company's identity, reputation and strategy (Ashforth & Mael, 1996) . Such behaviors are particularly important in services organizations, where employees play a vital role in delivering quality and in achieving customer satisfaction (Zeithaml & Bitner, 1996: 304-305). It has indeed been shown that strong identification on the part of employees may positively contribute to a company's success (Mathieu & Zajac, 1990; Randall, 1990) and may explain the superior and sustained performance of some corporations (Hunt, Wood and Chonko, 1989) . Hence, organizations should engender identification to facilitate their functioning (Cheney, 1983; Pratt, 1998) .
serves the self-enhancement motive. Similarly, members may feel discontented with belonging to a company with a negative reputation, which can result in looser (psychological) ties with the organization. The organization's perceived external image is therefore a significant factor in influencing organizational identification.
An instrument that has rather been neglected in organizational identification literature, is internal (or employee) communication. Employee communication may help organizational members to identify with their company by transmitting messages conveying the goals, values and achievements of the organization and by providing information in the form of guidelines for individual and collective action (Cheney, 1983) . The content of such information discloses the organization's identity to its members, and thereby facilitates the categorization process. According to Dutton et al. (1994;  see also Dutton & Dukerich, 1991; Bhattacharya et al., 1995) , exposure to the organization's identity is fundamental to group identification.
Also the communication climate (or how the information is communicated in the organization) is important to identification. A positive climate will increase the attractiveness of the organization. Lawler (1989) , for example, has stated that the management of communication openness is one of the easiest and most effective ways to foster employee involvement within organizations, and thus the perceived value of group membership.
The purpose of this paper is to understand how communication can be employed by managers to improve organizational identification. More specifically, we will demonstrate that employee communication adds to the explanation of organizational identification, in addition to the effect of perceived external prestige. Furthermore, we investigate how two dimensions of employee communication, the content and the climate, affect identification. Hypotheses were developed and subsequently tested in an organization dealing with financial services. Social identity theory was taken as the starting point in the construction of our conceptual model.
CONCEPTUAL BACKGROUND
Organizational Identification (OI) is concerned with the perception of 'oneness' with the organization (Ashforth & Mael, 1989; Mael & Ashforth, 1992) .
The construct has firm roots in social identity theory (Tajfel, 1978; Tajfel & Turner, 1979) and is defined as the 'cognition of membership of a group and the value and emotional significance attached to this membership' (Tajfel, 1978: 63) . In this definition two elements can be distinguished:
(1) A cognitive component of identification, which reflects the perceived amount of shared interests between the individual and the organization (Ashforth & Mael, 1989; Mael & Ashforth, 1992) . It conveys the extent to which an individual perceives him/herself as belonging to the group, being intertwined with the fate of the group, and being a typical member of it. The cognitive component is of particular relevance when employees are to define the boundaries between ingroup and outgroup, in order to accomplish self-categorization.
(2) An affective component (feelings of pride of belonging to the organization or feeling acknowledged in the organization), which is important in the creation of a positive image of the own organization or to "achieve positive social identity" (Tajfel, 1982, p.24) . This component is strongly related to the self-enhancement motive.
In the social identity research tradition (e.g. Brown et al., 1986; Doosje, Ellemers & Spears, 1995) both components are indeed incorporated in the measurement of social identification. Unfortunately, in one of the most often cited scales in OI literature (Ashforth and Mael, 1989 ; see also Mael & Ashforth, 1992 ) the affective component was deliberately not included. Other OI experts (e.g. Dutton et al., 1994) , however, do seem to acknowledge that emotional binding with the organization is of major importance in the construction of a positive self-identity. Affect should therefore be considered an essential element of organizational identification (Hinkle, Taylor, Fox-Cardamone & Crook, 1989; Harquail, 1998; Ellemers, Kortekaas & Ouwerkerk, 1999) . In order to foster OI by means of communication one may thus emphasize either cognitive or affective ties with the organization, or both. information received about one's own role in the organization and information about the organization. We first discuss the proposed relationship between OI and perceived external prestige.
Perceived External Prestige and Organizational Identification
Perceived External Prestige (PEP) represents how employees think outsiders view the organization (and thus themselves as a member thereof). PEP (or the 'construed external image' of the organization ( Dutton et al., 1994) ) may result from various sources of information, such as word-of-mouth, publicity, external companycontrolled information and even internal communication about how the company is perceived by outsiders. Several authors have proposed that PEP affects OI (see e.g. an organization that is believed to have socially valued characteristics (Dutton et al., 1994) , and may feel inclined to 'bask in its reflected glory' ( Cialdini et al., 1976) . This is expected to occur the most strongly when members believe that important outsiders (such as customers, shareholders or the general public) see the organization in a positive light. Mael and Ashforth (1992) , Bhattacharya et al. (1995) and Fisher and Wakefield (1998) have indeed found a significant effect of perceived external prestige on organizational identification. They noted that individuals identify with a group partly to enhance their self-esteem: the more prestigious the organization is perceived, the greater the potential boost to self-esteem through identification. Thus, Hypothesis 1. The higher the perceived external prestige of their organization, the stronger members will identify with it.
Employee Communication and Organizational Identification
Employee communication is defined here as 'the communication transactions between individuals and/or groups at various levels and in different areas of specialization that are intended to design and redesign organizations, to implement designs and to coordinate day-to-day activities' (Frank & Brownell, 1989: 5-6 ).
Employee communication is generally seen as a multidimensional construct.
Employees are not merely satisfied or dissatisfied with communication in general, but can express varying degrees of satisfaction about definite aspects of communication (Clampitt & Downs, 1993: 6) . Regarding OI, particularly two components of employee communication are pertinent antecedents (see Figure 1) : (a) The content of organizational messages as it concerns members' satisfaction with what is being communicated, and (b) the communication climate, consisting of openness and trust in communication, the experience to have a say in the organization and supportiveness (the feeling that one is being taken seriously). The proposed impact of each of these components on OI is discussed below.
The content of employee communication. Being well-informed about organizational issues (such as goals and objectives, new developments, activities and achievements) will enable members to discover the salient characteristics that distinguish this organization from others (Dutton et al., 1994; Pratt, 1998) , and thus enhance social categorization. By this, the ingroup will become more transparent as an object with which to identify. Furthermore, mere exposure to information about the own organization will increase the perceived attractiveness of the organization (Zajonc, 1980) , and thus may reassure members that they work for an organization that is worth being associated with. In organizations that are perceived favorably by their members, organizational identification is more likely to occur (Dutton et al., 1994; Pratt, 1998) (Turner et al., 1994; Hogg, 1996) , but it will it also enhance members' senses of belonging to and involvement with the organization (Lawler, 1989) and hence strengthen their identification. Thus, ( Falcione, Sussman, & Herden, 1987) . Communication climate is distinguished from organizational climate in that it includes only communicative elements, for example, judgments on the receptivity of management to employee communication or the trustworthiness of information being disseminated in the organization ( Guzley, 1992) . The communication climate is an important aspect in all communication audits (Downs, 1988) . Relevant dimensions are (Redding, 1972; Dennis, 1975; Trombetta and Rogers, 1988) : openness and trust (candor) in communication, the perceived participation in decision making (or the feeling of having a voice in the organization), and supportiveness (or the feeling of being taken seriously).
We expect that a more positive communication climate will increase members' identification with the organization. Some indications for this effect can be derived from studies by Trombetta and Rogers (1988) and Guzley (1992) , who found that a satisfying communication climate positively affects members' involvement with and loyalty to the organization. Other studies showed that both openness of (top) management and involvement in organizational decision making increase trust in management (Mishra & Morrissey, 1990; McCauley & Kuhnert, 1992; Meznar & Nigh, 1995) and may even increase profit and productivity (Rosenberg & Rosenstein, 1980) . Employees received an introductory letter and questionnaire at their home address. Great emphasis was put on assuring the anonymity of response. A follow-up letter was sent to augment the response. Overall response percentage was 52% (n = 402) which is quite high given the length of the questionnaire. The response of managers/staff (64%; n = 138) was somewhat higher than that of the operating and front-line personnel (47%; n = 264). No difference showed up in response rate between local offices and headquarters; the response rate of the office dealing with customers abroad was somewhat lower, however.
Sixty percent of the respondents is between 30 and 45 years of age, 24% is younger than 30 years and 16% is older than 45 years. Almost half of the respondents (48%) has already worked with this organization for more than ten years, 24% has worked there between five and ten years and 28% less than five years. Thus, with regard to function, age and tenure, a diverse and representative sample of respondents was interviewed.
Measures. An organizational identification scale was developed consisting of five items (measured on 5-point disagree/agree scales). The selection of items was based on the concept of social identity (Tajfel, 1978) and on existing scales in the literature (Cheney, 1983; Brown et al., 1986; Hinkle et al., 1989; Abrams, 1992; Doosje et al., 1995) . The scale includes both cognitive and affective elements (see Appendix A).
Confirmatory factor analysis (Jöreskog and Sörbom, 1993) showed that the scale is unidimensional (χ 2 (5) = 14.57, p > .012; CFI = .99; TLI = .97; RMSEA = .070) and reliable (Cronbach α = .84). Discussions of these indices can be found in Bentler (1990) and Brown & Cudeck (1993) .
Perceived external prestige (PEP) was based on Mael and Ashforth's (1992) organizational prestige scale and operationalized by means of four items. Sample items are: 'Our organization has a good reputation', and 'Our organization is looked upon as a prestigious company to work for'. The items were rated on 5-point disagree/agree scales.
A unidimensional and reliable scale was found (χ 2 (2) = 3.96, p > .014; CFI = .99; TLI = .98; RMSEA = .050; Cronbach α = .76).
In order to measure employee communication in an organization, so-called communication audits have been developed (see Greenbaum, Clampitt & Willihnganz, 1988 , for an overview). Five auditing instruments appear to be popular:
the Organizational Communication Questionnaire (OCQ) by Roberts & O'Reilly (1974) , the LTT Communication Audit Questionnaire by Wiio & Helsila (1974) , the Communication Satisfaction Questionnaire by Downs & Hazen (1977) , the ICA Communication Audit by Goldhaber & Rogers (1979) , and Hamilton's (1987) Communication Audit. These audits were used as the main source of reference for the (3) Communication climate was measured by 15 statements selected from existing instruments (Dennis, 1975; Alutto & Vredenburgh, 1977; Downs & Hazen, 1977; Falcione et al., 1987) . Thus, composite scales were created for each of these four dimensions and used in further analysis as indicator of communication climate.
In order to investigate the discriminant validity of the OI scale, we also included a measure of overall job satisfaction. This scale is a subscale of the Michigan Organizational Assessment Questionnaire (see Spector, 1997: 19) . The three items are: -
RESULTS

Descriptive Statistics
------------------------------insert Table 1 about here -------------------------------
Some indications that support the validity of the OI-scale can be given. First, substantial variation in OI-scores was found, indicating that the scale successfully discriminates between employees. Second, and as was expected (Mathieu & Zajac, 1990 ), OI differs per job level: managers and staff appear to identify significantly stronger with the organization than operating and front-line personnel do (M mngt = 3.48
vs. M oper = 3.19; MANOVA: F = 7.12, p < .001). Furthermore, the strength of organizational identification tends to be highest at headquarters, lowest at the 'foreign' office and in between these values at the local offices (MANOVA: F = 1.97, p < .08).
Physical distance thus seems to create a lower psychological attachment to the organization. Organizational tenure does not appear to have a significant effect on OI (MANOVA: F = 1.33, p = .21).
Test of the Model
Structural equation modeling (Bollen, 1989) was performed in order to deal adequately with the multiple indicator measurement of the constructs and to estimate direct and indirect effects. Parameter estimates were obtained by means of LISREL 8 (Jöreskog and Sörbom, 1993) . The covariance matrix was taken as the input for the analysis (n = 388, due to listwise deletion of missing values). 
--------------------------------insert Figure 2 about here --------------------------------
The findings show that organizational identification is explained quite well (R 2 = .61). Organizational identification is affected both by employee communication 
DISCUSSION
In this study, we explored the relationships between identification, perceived external prestige and employee communication. Employee communication is considered an important internal management tool to affect the performance of employees by means of increasing organizational identification. Social identity theory served as reference for our theoretical framework and propositions (Tajfel, 1978; Dutton et al., 1994; Pratt, 1998) .
A main contribution of this study is that it shows that employee communication adds to our understanding of the identification strength of employees with their organization, in addition to the role of perceived external prestige. The effect of PEP on OI shows that the self-enhancement motive is active: Employees eagerly identify with an organization that is believed to be positively evaluated by outsiders. This finding confirms the results of other studies (Mael & Ashforth, 1992; Bhattacharya et al., 1995; Fisher & Wakefield, 1998) . as it is communicated externally. Conversely, a strong OI may help management to counteract (unjustified) negative publicity because it evokes positive in-group biases (e.g. Brewer, 1979 
Limitations and Further Research
In this study, we estimated a causal model on cross-sectional data. Although this is accepted practice, care has to be taken not to overinterpret the results with regard to causality. Also, with self-report measures, one cannot entirely rule out the possibility of common method bias that may have augmented the relationships between constructs.
However, considering the relatively large sample, the extensive measures, the evidence of separate constructs provided by CFA's, the highly motivated respondents and the plausible relationships that we found between constructs, our study seems to provide This study reports data that were collected in only one organization (although employees were sampled from 15 different business units). This may impose some restrictions on the generalizability of the reported strength of paths in the model. I.e., in other organizations PEP might well prove to be relatively more important in strengthening OI. Such an effect can be anticipated in organizations with highly visible and reputed corporate brands. One may also hypothesize that in relatively young and fast growing organizations with many newcomers, the content of communication will have stronger impact on OI, since in such organizations employees will experience stronger dimensions of identity through internal communication. For example, if one decides that innovativeness is a core attribute of the company, management should encourage employees to define themselves as innovative (and behave accordingly). Such a strategy requires careful planning in order to establish concord between the company's core strategic issues and identity attributes to be stressed in communication. To identify the attributes that need special attention in internal communication, the gaps between core organizational characteristics and identity characteristics of members must be assessed.
To this end, an instrument of OI is required which measures the (dis)similarity between employee and organization on the attribute level (cf. Bergami & Bagozzi, 1999) . A measure of the similarity between the individual and the organization may also enable one to test the hypothesis that congruence moderates the relationship between communication and OI: when there is a high level of agreement, communication would be positively related to OI, but when there is a low level of agreement, the relationships would be negative. In the current study, employees appeared to wholeheartedly agree with both the goals (94.4%) and means to achieve these goals 
FIGURE 2
Estimated Impact of Employee Communication and Perceived External Prestige on Organizational Identification (standardized regression coefficients, t-values in brackets)
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